Background: The study explored the relationship between contact and child adjustment where parents are in legal dispute over contact following divorce. Method: The sample consisted of 156, 129 and 108 parents at three different time points. Resident and contact parents reported on child and parent wellbeing, contact, decision-making and concerns about their former partnerÕs parenting. Results: Children, particularly boys, had above average behaviour problems. Parent wellbeing and concerns about their ex-partnerÕs parenting were associated with child adjustment. Contact and child adjustment were not related. Conclusions: Parenting education and therapeutic interventions are required to help parents focus on their childrenÕs needs.
Introduction
Over recent years there has been significant interest amongst policy-makers, the public and researchers in the role of fathers following parental separation. One key area of debate concerns whether more contact with non-resident parents, typically fathers, is associated with more positive outcomes for children. This question is of particular importance for families involved in court proceedings about contact and residence. To date research findings suggest that children retaining a warm and close relationship with non-resident fathers who continue to pay child support tend to do better (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999) . However, the evidence on any association between the quantity, rather than the quality, of contact is far more equivocal (for reviews see Kelly & Emery, 2003; Dunn, 2004; Weir & Sturge, 2006) . Most research has been conducted with community (or non-court) samples rather than with the small minority of families where parents cannot agree arrangements for contact and take their dispute to court. This study, therefore, aims to explore the relationship between contact and child adjustment in families involved in litigation over contact, using a sample of both resident parents (typically mothers) and non-resident parents (typically fathers).
Parent-child relationships
The frequency or quantity of contact is the most commonly studied influence on child adjustment postseparation. The results have been contradictory. A meta-analysis of 63 studies found no relationship between the frequency of contact with non-resident parents and child wellbeing (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999) . The meta-analysis did highlight a trend for later studies to identify a positive correlation between frequency and child adjustment. However, a more recent study using a large nationally (US)-representative dataset again found no direct relationship between contact frequency and adjustment (King & Sobolewski, 2006) . In the UK similarly mixed results have been reported, with Dunn et al. (2004) finding better outcomes for children with more contact whilst Smith M. et al. (2001) found no relationship.
In contrast, there is strong evidence that the quality of the relationship between children and their non-resident parents is an important influence on adjustment. Children who feel close to their non-resident parents were better adjusted in the studies included in the Amato and Gilbreth (1999) meta-analysis, as well as in more recent studies in the UK and US King & Sobolewski, 2006) . It is worth noting, however, that the quality of childrenÕs relationships with their resident parent is a stronger and more consistent predictor of adjustment than the relationship with the non-resident parent King & Sobolewski, 2006) . In a related vein, an important strand of research has highlighted the possibility of diminished parenting capacity in response to the stresses of separation and continued conflict postseparation (Kelly & Emery, 2003) . The functioning of the resident parent (Hetherington, 1999) and authoritative parenting by the non-resident parent (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999) have both been found to be important predictors of child adjustment.
Parental collaboration and conflict
Collaboration between parents is an important determinant of the frequency of contact and the father-child relationship . There is also increasing evidence that parental collaboration is associated with better child adjustment (Whiteside & Becker, 2000; Adamsons & Pasley, 2005) .
There is less evidence that parental conflict, rather than collaboration, influences the frequency of contact. However, there is robust evidence that parental conflict is damaging to children. ÔDestructive conflictÕ that is hostile, unresolved and involves the children is particularly damaging (Grych, 2005) . The key mechanisms are the spillover impact on parenting, witnessing conflict and becoming caught within loyalty conflicts (Grych, 2005; Buchanan & Heiges, 2001 ).
Contact and litigating families
Most parents who have separated or divorced decide arrangements for contact informally between themselves without external professional involvement and only a small minority become involved in litigation over contact. In England currently only about 10% of separated parents use the courts to resolve contact disputes (Blackwell & Dawe, 2003) . In the US about 8-12% of families remain highly conflictual two to three years post-separation (Kelly & Emery, 2003) . There is some indication that families involved in litigation are distinctive, with higher levels of conflict, particularly implicating children (Kelly & Emery, 2003) . Two recent studies of children with parents involved in legal disputes over contact have found approximately double the number of children with poorer adjustment compared to community norms (Bream & Buchanan, 2003; McIntosh, 2006) .
To date, however, there has been limited research on the relationship between contact and child adjustment in these higher conflict families using the courts. Most research on contact has been based on community samples. There is some evidence that more frequent contact may be damaging to children in high conflict families (Amato & Rezac, 1994 , Johnston, 1995 . Both studies are now quite dated and the Johnston study was based on a sample of very high and chronically conflicted families rather than ÔmainstreamÕ court users. This study, therefore, seeks to explore whether more contact is helpful for children in litigating families. It also aims to explore the influence of parental functioning, conflict and collaboration that have been highlighted in the research literature.
Method

Sample and recruitment
The sample for this study is drawn from a larger intervention study exploring the effectiveness of court-based mediation schemes for parents in dispute about contact arrangements for their children (Trinder et al., 2006; Trinder & Kellett, 2007) . The larger study provides a means of accessing a representative sample of all parents litigating contact as in each of the three sample sites all court applications were referred to the intervention.
The initial fieldwork (T1) was conducted in 2003/4 followed by a six month (T2) and two year (T3) follow up. Parents were initially recruited into the study immediately following the conciliation appointment. Both the resident and non-resident parent in each case were invited to participate. Standardised telephone interviews were conducted at each round of data collection where informed consent existed (author citation).
The intervention study sample consisted of 250 resident and contact parents at T1, with 175 interviews at T2 (70%) and 117 interviews at the two year follow up (47% of T1), a reasonable retention rate for a relatively transient population. Almost all (97% at T2 and 98% at T2) sample attrition was due to an inability to re-establish contact with interviewees, most of whom had provided only a mobile telephone number.
The intervention sample, at baseline, consisted of equal numbers of mothers and fathers, with slightly more resident than non-resident parents. The parental relationship had ended three years previously on average. The mean age of the youngest (or only) child of the family was six years. Half of the sample was eligible for legal aid, a marker of low income levels. Violence or abuse as a reason for the separation was reported by 29.8% of parents. In addition 84% of parents reported that the parental relationship was poor or non-existent. Contact had broken down or had never started in 41.2% of cases, approximately double what might be expected in community samples (Blackwell & Dawe, 2003 : Dunn, 2004 .
For this study the sample is restricted to respondents who completed a child wellbeing measure, the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ). At T1 the SDQ sample was 100 resident and 56 non-resident parents, or 156 parents in total. At T2, the total sample was 129 parents, comprising 74 resident and 55 non-resident parents. At T3 the SDQ sample was 108 parents, that is 65 resident and 43 non-resident parents. The T2 sample also included 23 pairs where both the resident and non-resident parent of the same child provided an SDQ, and 16 pairs at T3.
The smaller size of the SDQ sample compared to the full intervention sample was due to (a) non-resident parents who had not seen the child in the last few months and could not complete the SDQ, and (b) index children too young for the SDQ (i.e. under four). Despite sample attrition, the SDQ samples at each of the three time points remained representative of the baseline intervention sample. There were no significant differences between parents who completed an SDQ at T1, T2 and T3 and the baseline intervention study on key indicators, including time since separation, violence at separation, previous court applications, parental relationship quality, legal aid eligibility (except T2), satisfaction with the intervention process and overall outcome and reaching an agreement at court (Table 1 ). The differences that did exist between the intervention and SDQ samples were due to the non-completion of the SDQ for appropriate reasons. These were that non-resident parents or fathers who had not had contact for three months or more and therefore did not have current knowledge of the index child, or that the index child was too young. These issues were resolved by T3 when almost all non-resident parents and fathers had contact and almost all children had matured into the SDQ minimum age band.
Measures
Child adjustment (SDQ)
The parent-report version of the SDQ (Goodman, 1997) was used to measure the emotional and behavioural wellbeing of index children aged 4-16 years. The SDQ is a 25 item scale with five sub-scales: conduct problems, hyperactivity, emotional symptoms, peer problems and prosocial behaviour. The first four sub-scales can be summed to give a total difficulties score, with higher scores indicating more problem behaviour. Norms have been established to identify cut-off points for clinical ÔcasenessÕ for the total difficulties score (Goodman, 2001 ). In the current study, CronbachÕs alpha for the total difficulties score was .851 at T1, .821 at T2 and .850 at T3.
Adult adjustment (GHQ)
We assessed adult well-being using the 12-item General Health Questionnaire (Goldberg & Williams, 1988) . The GHQ is a widely used and well-validated measure of transient psychological disturbance. The likert scoring method was used with possible scores ranging from 0-36. High scores denote poorer health. CronbachÕs Alphas in this sample were .920 at T1, .920 at T2 and .927 at T3.
ChildÕs contact with non-resident parent
We calculated the average number of direct contact hours per month based on parent descriptions of the contact timetable. For example, face to face contact occurring twice weekly for two hours is 16 hours per month. The common pattern of contact from 6pm Friday to 6pm Sunday each fortnight plus three hours each Wednesday is 108 hours per month.
Parenting concerns scale (PCS)
We measured concern about the ex-partnerÕs parenting with three items summed to produce a single score. The items were (1) Ôfear of violence made arranging contact more difficultÕ, (2) Ôyou thought that the other parent might be too harsh or might harm the child(ren)Õ and (3) Ôyou thought that the other parent did not give the child(ren) enough attention, supervision or disciplineÕ. Possible responses ranged from 1 = never to 5 = always. The three items were summed to provide a scale, with possible scores ranging from 3-15. CronbachÕs Alpha for the scale was .507 at T1, .651 at T2 and .625 at T3.
Co-parental decision-making scale (CDS)
The extent to which parents shared decision-making about childcare matters was assessed with three items: sharing making major decisions about the children, sharing day-to-day decisions about the children and discussing any personal problems children may be experiencing. Each item was scored on a five point scale ranging from 1 = never, to 5 = always. The three items were summed to form a scale, with possible scores ranging from 3-15. CronbachÕs alpha for the scale was .921 at T1, .925 at T2 and .858 at T3. 
Results
Preliminary analyses
Means and standard deviations for the dependent and independent variables are presented in Table 2 . The British community norms for the parent-reported SDQ total difficulties score is 8.4 (SD = 5.8) (http:// www.sdqinfo.com/). At each of the three time periods the children in this study were scored higher on total difficulties compared to the British community norm, particularly at the court intake at T1. In terms of ÔcasenessÕ at T1 43% of scores were in the borderline or abnormal range, 31% at T2 and 32% at T3. In British community samples about 20% of scores would be expected to fall within this range (using scores of 14 + ).
Bivariate analyses
Bivariate correlations between study variables are presented in Table 3 . There was a considerable degree of stability in scores across the three time periods. SDQ scores were strongly positively correlated at T1, T2 and T3 as were parenting concerns, shared decision-making and contact. Only GHQ scores showed much variation over time, with no evidence of a relationship between parent wellbeing at times T1 and T3 and at times T2 and T3. There was no evidence of a relationship between SDQ scores and contact at any of the three time periods. However, at each time period SDQ scores were significantly related to the current report of parent wellbeing. SDQ scores were also positively correlated with parenting concerns. Contact was positively correlated with coparental decision-making at each time point but not significantly correlated with parental concerns. There was no relationship between the SDQ scores of resident and non-resident parents in the cases where paired data was available.
Multiple regression analyses
Multiple regression was used to explore further which factors were predictors of child adjustment (SDQ) at the six month (T2) and two year (T3) follow up periods. ).008
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).084 The following independent variables were chosen a priori as possible predictors of child adjustment at first follow up: whether the reporter was a resident or non-resident parent, child sex, child age, parenting concerns at T1 and T2, contact at T1 and T2, co-parental decision-making at T1 and T2 and GHQ at T1 and T2. As contact at T1 and T2 were highly correlated (correlation = .815) only contact at T2 was included. Contact at T2 was chosen as the most recent measure and because it was most likely to reflect the ÔnormalÕ pattern of contact than the corresponding T1 measure where contact had frequently broken down temporarily. Table 4 shows the regression coefficients, standardised regression coefficients and the corresponding p-values for the T2 model. Only child gender (p = .020) and T2 GHQ (p = .011) were significant predictors of child well being at T2. After adjustment for other factors boys scores on the SDQ was 2.79 higher than girls. GHQ at T2 was a positively related to SDQ at the same time. Contact was not significant (p = .170). The model explained 18% of variance.
The regression for the T3 two year follow up included the same candidate variables as the previous model as well as the corresponding ones at second follow up. Contact at baseline and the two follow ups were again highly correlated so only contact at T3 was included. The results are shown in Table 5 . Again, GHQ is a positive predictor of SDQ (p = .015). Parenting concern at T3 is positively related to SDQ (p = .035). Contact was not significant (p = .466). The second model explained 32% of variance.
Discussion
This study explored the relationship at three different points between child adjustment and a number of contact-related factors in a sample of families involved in court disputes about contact. The study found no relationship between the quantity of contact and child adjustment. In other words, in this higher conflict litigating sample, children with more contact were no more likely to be doing better than children with less contact. This finding is consistent with many community lower conflict studies also showing no relationship between contact and adjustment (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Smith M. et al., 2001) , although as pointed out above the research evidence is equivocal on this point.
The finding is not consistent with the study of high conflict families of Johnston et al. (1989) where more frequent contact was associated with poorer outcomes. Part of the explanation might be that the Johnston sample was composed almost entirely of very entrenched repeat litigants with high and chronic levels of conflict. In this study although all families were litigating only a tenth had made three or more court applications and two-thirds were first-time applicants.
Three factors were associated with child wellbeing. First, boys were reported to have more behavioural problems than girls at T2. This finding replicates an earlier study of litigating families (Bream & Buchanan, 2003) , although in the wider literature few gender effects are evident (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999) .
Second, an important and consistent finding was that child and parent wellbeing were positively correlated at each of the three time points. This again replicates the findings of the Bream and Buchanan (2003) study of litigating families where SDQ and GHQ scores were also strongly linked. Interpreting this finding is not straightforward however. It is not clear whether the association simply reflects depressed parents producing negative scores for children who are otherwise well adjusted, an example of the Ôdepression-distortion hypothesisÕ (Richters & Pellegrini, 1989) . The lack of a relationship between SDQ scores where we have paired data from both parents does give some support to this position. An alternative explanation put forward by Smith (2004) is that the lower scores reflect disruption in the depressed parent-child relationship. Such an explanation would be consistent with the wider literature in the field indicating that depression and conflict post-separation can result in diminished capacity to parent resulting in poorer child adjustment (Kelly & Emery, 2003) . Both interpretations seem plausible in this context.
The third significant finding was that children were doing least well where parents had the most concerns about the parenting quality of their former partner at T3. Again, this may reflect actual abusive or neglectful parenting by the ex partner that is indeed impacting negatively on the child. Alternatively concerns about the former partnerÕs parenting quality may instead simply reflect parental conflict and/or mistrust that are also clearly associated with poorer outcomes for children (Grych, 2005) . Again, either alternative, or an interaction between the two, seem plausible interpretations.
The study has some clear implications for practice. The findings neither support nor undermine recent calls for legal presumptions concerning the quantity of contact, such as a presumptive 50/50 split. Instead, the study provides further evidence of the significant mental health needs of both parents and children involved in litigated contact cases (see Bream & Buchanan, 2003; McIntosh, 2006) and highlights the importance of efforts to build parenting capacity and the parental alliance (Whiteside & Becker, 2000) . At present, however, the court process is typically restricted to determining a timetable for contact, rather than directly seeking to influence the quality of parentparent and parent-child relationships (Trinder et al., 2006) . In contrast, a range of parenting classes and therapeutic interventions are offered in other jurisdictions, designed to educate parents about the needs of children post-separation, enhance parenting capacity and build the parental alliance (e.g. Pruett et al., 2005; McIntosh, 2006) . These types of intervention would be useful in the UK, regardless of whether the link between child and parent adjustment found in this study is due to parental depression or disruption in parent-child relationships. Similarly parenting classes and therapeutic interventions might be equally relevant for addressing concerns about the ex-partnerÕs parenting whether these stem from genuine parenting deficits or are a simple reflection of inter-parental conflict and miscommunication.
Limitations and future directions
The study has a number of limitations. There was a relatively high rate of sample attrition over the two years. Although the T3 SDQ sample remained representative of the original sample the attrition rate meant that the final sample was relatively small. Secondly, the two regression models explained only a limited amount of variance, especially at the six month follow up stage. This may stem from problems with the measurement of key concepts with this particular population. Our measurement of conflict, based on the frequency of disagreements and contact problems, was dropped as a substantial majority of parents reported having no contact and/or no communication, far more than we had anticipated. Nor did we attempt to measure parent-child relationship quality. In this population, where parent-child relationship quality is highly contested, a self-report measure would have limited validity. More broadly there are questions about the validity of self-report data from parents involved in litigation, highlighted by the lack of correlation between SDQ reports in the relatively small number of cases in this study where two parents reported on the same child.
Nonetheless the study does have strengths. It adds to the scant literature on contact and child wellbeing in higher conflict families. It includes a much needed longitudinal perspective. The study also uses a more precise measure of the extent of parent-child contact, of average hours per month, than the more commonly used frequency of contact. Future research, however, might incorporate independent observations of child wellbeing, whether from independent adults or children themselves, and more precise measures of parental conflict and parenting capacity. Evaluation of interventions to support child and adult wellbeing amongst litigating families would be particularly helpful.
